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Chat-TV with Room Creation by Time of Day. 



Background of the Invention 



1 . Field of the Invention 

This invention relates to the field of communications, and in particular to 
interactive communications via a computer network. 

2. Description of Related Art 

Chat spaces are provided by computer network service providers to allow 
individuals to communicate with each other via the computer network. Typical chat spaces are 
arranged into one or more chat rooms, where a number of people may meet Each person has 
an identifying name or alias, and in some chat spaces, an identifying graphic item in a 
graphical 2-D or 3-D representation of the chat space. Each person decides which chat room to 
enter or leave, and who to talk to. People decide what to discuss by the stated topic of the 
room, or randomly with little or no direction. 

Because of the free form nature of chat rooms and chat spaces, they are well 
suited for engaging in random conversations. To discuss a particular topic of interest, the 
conventional means of establishing communications is to navigate to a topic-specific chat 
room in which that particular topic is routinely discussed. Often times, however, the topic is of 
passing interest, and a topic-specific chat room for that topic does not exist. Typically, a 
person who wants to discuss a particular topic of interest will navigate to a chat space having 
topic-specific chat rooms on related topics, and try to find other people who may be interested 
in discussing the desired topic of interest. As in any random social gathering, however, rarely 
do people show up in such chat spaces with the desire to discuss the same topic, and the 
conversation meanders about a variety of topics until the desired topic is forgotten, or a 
sufficient interest in the desired topic is generated amongst the other random arrivers to the 
chat space or room. 

A service provider could provide a myriad assortment of topic-specific chat 
rooms in the hope of allowing a user to find a room in which other people with similar 
interests will congregate, but such an approach may be infeasible. An index of each chat room 
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and an effective means of finding the chat room that best suits the particular topic that one 
wants to discuss must be developed and maintained. Although some topics may be tuneless, 
most topics of discussion are temporal, and means must also be developed to continually 
remove dated topic rooms and add current topic rooms. 

Therefore, a need exists for a means of dynamically forming chat rooms that 
have a high likelihood of containing people desiring to discuss the same topic, yet not 
requiring the maintenance and overhead associated with topic-specific chat rooms. 

Brief Summary of the Invention 

This invention is premised on the observation that an event can affect a number 
of people at the same time, and some of these people may have a desire to discuss that event at 
that time. For example, when a television news story is broadcast, thousands of people wJl 
receive the news at the same time, and it is likely that in at least some households, a <hscuss.on 
will ensue relating to the topic of the news story. Similarly, when a particular play or call is 
made at a sporting event, the discussions which immediately follow are typically directed to 
that play or call. That is, the fact that a number of people experience the same event at the 
same time increases the likelihood that many people would be interested in discussing that 

same event at that time. 

In accordance with this invention, the time that a person initiates a chat session 
is used as a parameter to determine which chat room the person is placed. Other parameters 
may also be used, such as the particular television station that the person is watching at that 
time the person's locale, as well as a set of predefined personal interest factors, or profile, 
associated with the person. For example, the chat server may place the first dozen people who 
initiate a chat session at 8:02 p.m. on Monday while viewing a given television station, and 
have expressed an interest in sports, in one chat room, based on the likelihood that these 
people want to discuss the Monday night football game. 

By forming chat rooms based on the time of entry and .other relevant factors, the 
chat rooms are likely to be topic-specific, without incurring the overhead typically associated 
with the establishment and maintenance of topic-specific chat rooms. Also, these time-of-entry 
chat rooms can be structured to be of limited duration, obviating the overhead burden of 
deleting a topic-specific chat room when the topic generates only waning interest. 
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Brief Description of the Drawings 

FIG. 1 illustrates an example block diagram of a chat server in accordance with 

this invention. 

FIG. 2 illustrates an example block diagram of a user communications device in 
5 accordance with this invention. 

FIG. 3 illustrates an example flow diagram for requesting chat access in 
accordance with this invention. 

FIG. 4 illustrates an example flow diagram for allocating users to chat rooms in 
accordance with this invention. 

10 

Detailed Description of the Invention 

FIG. 1 illustrates an example block diagram of a chat server 100 in accordance 
with this invention. The chat server 100 may be a dedicated processing system, or a capability 
offered by a general purpose service provider, such as an Internet service provider. The chat 

15 server 100 includes an access request processor 110 that receives access requests from user 
communication devices 200, and a network former 130 that forms individual chat networks in 
response to the access requests. For clarity, the term chat network is used herein to define the 
communications path associated with a chat room. Each user allocated to a chat room 
communicates with other users in the chat room via the chat network associated with the chat 

20 room. The formation of a chat network corresponds to the symbolic terminology of placing 
people in a chat room. The effect of symbolically placing a person into a chat room is the 
addition of a user's communication device 200 to a chat network 131-133 that is associated 
with the symbolic chat room. 

FIG. 1 illustrates six user communication devices 101-106 that submit access 

25 requests 1 1 1-1 16 to the access request processor 1 10 at times T1-T6, respectively. User 
communication device 101 submits an access request 1 11 at time Tl, and another user 
communication device 102 submits an access request 1 12 at time T2, and so on. As illustrated 
in FIG. 1, in response to the requests 1 1 1-1 16, the network former 130 creates chat networks 
131-133. When a user in a chat network sends a message, it is broadcast to each of the other 

30 users in that network. User 101, for example, sends a message to the chat network 13 1, via 
interconnection 121; the chat network 131 sends this message to user 102, via 122, and to user 
104, via 124. The messages may be text, audio, audio-visual, multi -media, or any other format 
suitable for transmission. The formation of the chat networks 131-133 is dependent upon the 
times of access T1-T6, both directly and indirectly. The direct dependency is based upon the 
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time of access itself; the indirect dependency is based upon other parameters or events at the 
time of access. 

Table 1 illustrates an example of parameters and events used to form chat 
networks based on the time of each user access request. User 101, for example, requests an 

5 access at 8:02pm. At the time user 101 requested the access, his television was tuned to NBC, 
his radio was tuned to WABC, and he was in New York. Also illustrated in table 1 , user 101 
generally prefers news and doesn't prefer sport; his mood is generally light, and he prefers to 
lead discussions. Although most preferences and characteristics are generally time insensitive, 
some characteristics may be time dependent. For example, at other times or in other contexts, 

10 user 101 may be in a serious mood, or prefer to take a less active role in discussions. Similarly, 
the user's character may differ depending upon whether he is requesting access during 
business hours or during leisure hours. The aforementioned parameters, characteristics, 
preferences, events, and the like are characterized hereinafter as context profiles and user 
profiles. The context profile reflects the context within which a user is formulating the access 

15 request That is, the context profile includes the television station the user was tuned to when 
the request was made, the location of the user, the user's current activities or objectives, and 
other factors which may be relevant to the determination of the user's desired topic of 
discussion. The user profile includes the preferences of the user and other factors, such as age, 
gender, and education level, which may be relevant to the determination of the user's 

20 similarity or compatibility to other users. 
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As illustrated in FIG. 1, the chat server 100 in a preferred embodiment includes 
a memory 140 that stores the user profile for some or all of the users, obviating the need to 
include a user profile with each request for access. In a preferred embodiment, only temporal 
5 changes to the stored user profile are included in the request for access 111-116. Other 

embodiments would be evident to one of ordinary skill in the art. For example, the user profile 
may be stored locally at the user site, and transmitted on demand to the chat server 1 00. The 
user profile may be automatically or semi-automatically generated, based for example on the 
user's television viewing habits. 

10 In accordance with this invention, the network former 130 uses the time of 

access T1-T6 as a primary factor for forming each chat network. Upon receipt of the access 
request and associated context and user profiles from users 101 and 102, the network former 
130 forms the chat network 131 containing users 101 and 102 because they, each requested 
access at approximately the same time while watching the same television station, and had 

15 similar or compatible user profiles. User 103 also requested access at approximately the same 
time while watching the same television station, but had sufficiently differing characteristics 
from users 101 and 102 to warrant a formation of another chat network 132. As would be 
evident to one of ordinary skill in the art, the degree of selection beyond time of access will be 
dependent upon the expected number of users. If only a few users are expected, the users that 

20 request access during a longer time period are placed in the same chat network. If many users 
arrive, or are expected to arrive, multiple chat networks can be formed during the same time 
period, and the users that request access during the same period are selectively placed in the 
chat networks having users with similar or compatible characteristics. 

At time T4, when user 104 requests access, two chat networks 131, 132 are 

25 available. Based on user 104 f s characteristics, which are common to those of users 101 and 
102, the network former 130 reforms chat network 131 to include user 104. Similarly, at time 
T5, user 105 is added to the chat network 132, based on a similarity of characteristics with 
user 103. At time T6, when user 106 requests access, the network former 130 creates a new 
chat network 133, because the time of the requested access (8:20pm) is deemed too remote 

30 from the times of creation of networks 131 and 132. That is, even though user 106's profile is 
identical to user 101, user 106 is not placed in user 101's chat network 131, because it is 
somewhat less likely that whatever event prompted user 101 to initiate a chat request at 
8:02pm was the same event that prompted user 106 to initiate a chat request 1 8 minutes later. 
In this example, it is assumed that another user will initiate a chat request and will be placed 
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into the new chat network 133. The determination of the time span for access to each chat 
network may also be a function of the expected number of users. If few users are expected, the 
span of access times to a chat network will likely be large, to provide sufficient time for a 
number of users to join. For example, if Table 1 reflected a true rate of occurrences of chat 
access requests, all six users would likely be placed in a single chat network having a wide 
span of allowable access times, rather than forming chat networks containing fewer than three 
users. On the other hand, if dozens of users request access each minute, each chat network can 
be limited to users who request access within a few seconds of each other. 

As discussed above, the network former 130 creates chat networks based on a 
number of rules or guidelines. The goal of the network former 130 is to partition the users into 
smaller subsets of users, and allocate each subset to a chat network. Preferably, the subsets 
will contain users having a common topic of discussion. To increase the likelihood of livelier 
or more interesting conversation, the subsets will contain users having differing points of 
view. That is, for example, users having an interest in politics may be categorized as being 
liberal, conservative, or moderate. The users having an interest in sports may be given the 
option of specifying "home team fan" or "visitor fan" during the chat room formation process. 
The preferred subsets will contain users having similar fields of interest but differing views 
within those fields of interest. Other rules and guidelines can be developed based upon, for 
example, trial runs and user feedback. That is, one might use the age of the users as a 
parameter for forming chat rooms, and based on user feedback regarding the quality or 
entertainment value of the chat session, determine whether it is preferable to form chat rooms 
of similar or differing age groups. 

The network former 130 also performs the administrative tasks of creating and 
terminating each chat network. The number of simultaneous chat networks and the duration of 
allowable access to each chat network, as stated above, will be determined by the number of 
users, or expected number of users, requesting access during a given time period. These 
parameters are best determined by experience and user feedback. In general, however, the 
duration of allowable access to each chat network should be limited to less than an hour. Also, 
the number of users allowed to access each chat network should also be limited to under 
twenty, so that efficient and effective communication may occur. The duration of access and 
the number of users allowed to access may also be limited based upon the genre of the 
discussion; for example, discussions on a news topic may best be effected by limiting the 
number of users in the chat network to less than ten, and the duration of allowable access to 
less than a minute. Conversely, discussions on a current football game may allow dozens of 
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users, and allow access at any time during the game. In accordance with this invention, the 
network former 130 terminates the access to a chat network whenever the time of requested 
access is beyond an allowable duration of access since the time the chat network was created, 
and whenever the number of users reaches a maximum allowable number of users in each chat 
5 network. In extended access duration session!, such as the aforementioned football game, the 
network former 130 may reopen access as users leave the chat session, as well. The network 
former 130 creates a new chat network whenever the access to all existing chat networks are 
terminated, or whenever the number of users having differing interests supports the creation of 
multiple chat networks during the same time period. As would be evident to one or ordinary 
10 skill in the art, the network former 130 may also be used to regulate the load on 

communications servers by forming networks based also upon other factors, such as available 
bandwidth. 

In a preferred embodiment of this invention, the network former 130 also 
terminates each chat network in accordance with given rules and guidelines. In general, each 

1 5 chat network will be terminated after a given period of time of no activity among the users. To 
prevent premature terminations, however, some contexts such as sports may include a 
minimum duration parameter, or a parameter based on the television program being viewed by 
the users. That is, the chat network may be scheduled to be closed one hour after the end of the 
television program, or after one hour of inactivity, whichever is later. After termination, the 

20 network former 1 30 reallocates the resources used by the terminated chat networks to newly 
formed chat networks. This reallocation may also be applied based on each user network 
connection. For example, when a user expressly leaves a chat network, the network former 
130 may reallocate the resources used to connect that user to the chat network. In like manner, 
the network former 130 may subsequently combine chat networks as users leave each of the 

25 chat networks. For example, in an extended duration chat network, such as those formed 

during sports events, the network former 130 may join two existing chat networks when they 
have similar contexts and when the number of users in each network is below a particular 
minimum, typically 3 or 4. 

FIG. 2 illustrates an example block diagram of a user communications device 

30 200 in accordance with this invention. The example user communications device 200 includes 
a chat access device 210, a context evaluator 230, and a user interface 240. The user (not 
shown) uses the user interface 240 to initiate a request 241 to the chat access device 210 for an 
access request 21 1. The context evaluator 230 monitors the environment of the user to 
determine a context profile 23 1 that is associated with the access request 211. The chat access 
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device 210 also creates the ancillary data needed to establish an access to a chat server, such as 
providing a user identification, a chat space name or alias, and other administrative details, and 
provides the communications means for communications with the accessed chat network, via 
communications link 221. The chat access device 210 may also control the termination of 

5 communications, based for example on a change of context 23 1 , or a specified period of 
inactivity. That is, for example, the chat access device 210 may be structured to terminate 
communications whenever the user changes the channel on a television 252. In a preferred 
embodiment, the chat access device 210 is a computer, but it can be as simple as a telephone. 
The computer may be a general purpose computer such as a desktop, a laptop, a palmtop, and 

10 the like, or it may be a special purpose computer as might be contained in a web-access device 
attached or contained in a television. 

As illustrated in FIG. 2, a number of devices 25 1-254 may provide input to the 
context evaluator 230. The context evaluator 230 may be connected to a television 252 or 
radio 253 so as to determine a monitor parameter that identifies the media that the user was 

1 5 monitoring when the request for access 2 1 1 was initiated. A GPS (Global Positioning System) 
locator may be used to provide a locale parameter that identifies where the user was when the 
request for access 21 1 was initiated. A source of user character data 254 may be used to 
provide parameters related to the user's character or other parameters, such as locale and 
media, at the time the request for access 21 1 was initiated. In general, the context evaluator 

20 230 and ancillary devices 25 1-254 are optional, in that the context profile 23 1 is used to refine 
the formation of chat networks of users having compatible interest. If no context or user 
profiles are provided, the network former 130 will form chat networks based solely on the 
time of access request For example, in the scenario discussed for Table 1 and FIG. 1, user 104 
provides no context information, and can be assigned to either chat network 131 or 132, based 

25 solely on the time of the access request 

The user interface 240 may be integral with an ancillary device, such as the 
television 252. For example, the chat room may appear as a picture-in-picture image on the 
television 252, or the television broadcast may appear as a picture-in-picture image in a 
display of the chat room. The television images may be a recording of the broadcast that 

30 occurred when the chat room was formed, for example the news segment that stimulated the 
formation of the chat session, or it may be a continuation of the current broadcast, for example 
the continuing broadcast of a football game. If the chat room is audio, rather than visual, the 
interface 240 may be a speaker phone, for example in a network that is formed as a telephone 
party line. 
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FIG. 3 illustrates an example flow diagram for requesting chat access in 
accordance with this invention, as might be implemented in a communications device 200. At 
310, the user input is received, from which an access request containing the user's 
identification is formulated. At 320, the context within which the access request was generated 
5 is determined, and a context profile is appended to the access request containing the user's 
identification. At 330, the access request, including the user's identification and context profile 
is transmitted to the chat server 100. The creation of the context profile may be automated, as 
shown by the dotted lines to the context evaluator 230 in FIG. 2, or it may be a manual process 
wherein the user enters. context information in response to queries from the chat access device 

10 2 1 0 or the access request processor 1 1 0. 

FIG. 4 illustrates an example flow diagram for allocating users to chat rooms in 
accordance with this invention, for example, in a chat server 100. As noted above, allocating 
users to a chat room is the metaphor used to define the formation of a chat network of user 
communication devices. At 410, the access request is received. At 420, the context profile and 

1 5 user profile is determined. Corresponding to FIG. 1, the user profile will typically be 

determined by providing an identification of the user, which would be contained in the access 
request, to the storage of user profiles 140 at the chat server 100. Temporal changes to the 
stored user profile are contained in the access request An access time is associated with each 
access request, at 430. At 440, "recent" chat rooms are found that contain users with "similar" 

20 context profiles. As discussed previously, access to chat rooms in accordance with this 

invention is limited to particular access span times. Recent chat rooms are those chat rooms 
that are open to access at the time that the access request is received. Similarly, as discussed 
previously, the degree of segregation used to determine whether context profiles are similar is 
a function of the number of users expected to request access. If very few users are expected, 

25 all context profiles may be deemed similar to all other context profiles, whereas if many users 
are expected, at least one parameter of the context profile must be common to those of the 
other users for the context profile to be deemed similar. At 450, the recent chat rooms that 
have users with compatible user profiles are found, using the aforementioned definitions of 
recent and compatible. That is, the definition of compatible may include some purposeful 

30 diversity among the users, to foster interesting or challenging conversation. The subsequent 
actions depend 460 upon whether any recent chat rooms having similar profiles had been 
found. If no recent chat rooms having similar profiles are found, a new chat room, or chat 
network, is formed, at 462, and the user is added to that new chat room at 470. If only one 
recent chat room is found having users with similar profiles, the user is added to that one chat 
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room at 470. If multiple chat rooms having users with similar profiles are found, one of these 
chat rooms is selected, at 464, and the user is added to that one chat room, at 470. The 
selection among recent chat rooms can be based on any criteria, including a random draw. In a 
preferred embodiment, the order of preference for selection is: recent chat rooms having users 
5 with similar context profiles and compatible user profiles, followed by recent chat rooms 
having users with similar context profiles only, followed by recent chat rooms having users 
with compatible user profiles only. 

The foregoing merely illustrates the principles of the invention. It will thus be 
appreciated that those skilled in the art will be able to devise various arrangements which, 

10 although not explicitly described or shown herein, embody the principles of the invention and 
are thus within its spirit and scope. For example, when multiple recent chat rooms are found, 
the user may be provided the option of selecting one, based upon a list of users in each chat 
room, or samples of recent messages in each chat room. Also, although the access time has 
been presented herein as an absolute time measure, the access time could be a relative 

1 5 measure. For example, each chat network could have an associated count-down clock that 
starts counting down when the chat network is first created; when count-down clock counts 
down to zero, further access to the chat network is terminated. In this manner, the access time 
of a user's request is defined in terms of each chat network's lifetime, rather than in terms of a 
wall clock. Similarly, the allowable span of access time may be dynamically adjusted by 

20 defining it in terms of the volume of user access requests. These and other techniques of 
determining time coincidence are common to one of ordinary skill in the art. 

The invention further relates to a communication device (200) as defined in 

claim 7: 

25 wherein the user interface device (240) includes at least one means for 

communicating via the chat network. 

wherein the chat access device (210) is one of: a computer, a laptop, a palmtop, 
a set-top box, a television, and a telephone. 

wherein the chat access device (2 1 0) communicates the chat access request 
30 (21 1) to facilitate the creation of the chat network via an Internet connection. 

The invention further relates to a method for creating a chat network as defined 
in claim claim 9: 
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wherein each said user profile includes at least one of an age parameter, a 
gender parameter, an education parameter, a locale parameter, and at least one interest 
parameter. 

wherein each said access request (211) includes a context profile (23 1) and 
5 wherein the step of establishing the first communication path is further based upon the context 
profile (231) associated with each said access request (211). 

wherein the context profile (231) includes at least one of a locale parameter, a 
monitor parameter, and at least one character parameter. 

wherein the monitor parameter includes an identification of a broadcast 
10 program associated with each said access request (211). 

wherein each said access request (211) includes a context profile (23 1), and 
wherein the step of establishing the first communication path is further based upon the context 
profile (231) associated with each said access request (21 1). 

wherein the context profile (23 1) includes at least one of a locale parameter, a 
1 5 monitor parameter, and at least one character parameter. 

The invention further relates to a method for accessing a chat network as 
defined in claim claim 14, wherein the method of claim 26, further including the step of 
communicating via the chat network. 

20 
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1 . A chat server (1 00) comprising: 

an access request processor (110) configured to receive a plurality of access 
requests (1 1 1-1 16) and to associate an access time parameter to each access request (21 1) of 
the plurality of access requests (111-1 16) based on a time at which each said access request 
(21 1) is received, each said access request (211) being associated with each user of a plurality 
of users (101-106), 

a network former (130) configured to partition the plurality of users into a 
plurality of subsets ((101, 102, 104), (103, 105), (106)) based upon the access time parameter 
associated with each said access request, and 

a plurality of chat networks (131-133), each chat network configured to provide 
a communications path among each subset of the plurality of subsets. 

2. The chat server ( 1 00) of claim 1 , further comprising 

a plurality of user profiles (140), each user profile of the plurality of user 
profiles (140) being associated with said each user, and 

wherein the network former (130) creates each said subset in further 
dependence upon each said user profile. 

3. The chat server (100) of claim 2, wherein 

each said user profile includes at least one of an age parameter, a gender 
parameter, an education parameter, a locale parameter, and at least one interest parameter. 

4. The chat server (100) of claim 1 or 2, wherein 

each said access request (21 1) includes a context profile (231), and 
the network former (130) creates each said subset in further dependence upon 
the context profile (23 1) associated with each said access request (211). 
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5 - The chat server (100) of claim 4, wherein 

the context profile (231) includes at least one of a local. M 
parameter.andatleastonecharacterparameter. ~ rf ^l»"«»r. a monitor 

5 6 - The chat server (100) of claim 5, wherein 

memonitorparametermcludesanidentification 0 f a i, m a 
associated with each said access request (211). ^ 

^ 7 - A communications device (200) comprising: 

a user interface device (240) cnnfim.™^ ♦ 
aereftom a eta access ^ (2I „ ' ^ * """" 3 — **■ - » f«k» 

V- «,= to. associaJ „* alZJ ' "«"°* »— 

vwioica wiin tfte chat access request (211). 

The communicaUons device (200) of claim 7, wherein 
the monitor parameter of the context profile (23 1 ) inH„H 
broadcastprog^^^ 

^ ^ Ame *° dforcre ^ 

receivmgapluralityofaccessrequests(lll-H6) eac h . 
the plurality of access requests nil imw 116 >> eac * access request (211) of 

- -hasedu.nti:^ 

ooi«er assigned to each said access request (211). 

The method of claim 15, further comprising the step of 
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wherein the step of establishing the first communication path is further based 
upon each said user profile. 

11. The method of claim 9, further comprising the step of 

terminating the first communication path among the first subset of the plurality 
of users based on at least one of: a level of activity on the first communication path, a 
predetermined time period, and a context dependent time period. 

12. The method of claim 9, further comprising the step of 

establishing a second communication path among a second subset of the plurality of users 
based upon each said access time parameter. 

13. The method of claim 12, further comprising the step of 

establishing a third communication path among a third subset of the plurality of 
users based upon the first subset, the second subset, and a level of activity on at least one of: 
the first communication path and the second communication path. 

1 4. A method of accessing a chat network comprising the steps of: 

receiving a user input and producing therefrom a chat access request (21 1), 

producing a context profile (231) based on at least one of a locale parameter, a 

monitor parameter, and at least one character parameter at a time associated with the chat ' 
access request (211), and 

communicating the chat access request (21 1) and the context profile (23 1) to a 
chat server (100) to facilitate a creation of the chat network based upon the time associated 
with the chat access request (211). 

15. The method of claim 14, wherein the step of producing the context profile (231) includes 
the step of 

identifying a broadcast program associated with the chat access request (211). 
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